Dog Leading a Dog by Mitchell, Ariel LD
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
School of Arts & Sciences Theses Hunter College 
Spring 5-7-2021 
Dog Leading a Dog 
Ariel LD Mitchell 
CUNY Hunter College 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_sas_etds/737 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY). 
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu 
Dog Leading A Dog
by
Ariel Mitchell
Submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Fine Arts Studio Art, Hunter College







DOG LEADING A DOG
I found this image during an instagram scroll six years ago. I took a screenshot of the
image and printed it out at CVS. It lived in several studios, taped or tacked to the wall,
in one case held up with gum. It took many studios before I decided to turn it into a
painting. After the painting was made, the photograph migrated to a big binder where
it joined its fellow photographs, and there it sat in binder purgatory. The painting was
made on a panel, and came out ok; I was happy with the dog in the foreground, but
the dog in the background frustrated me. I couldn’t capture the fake fur. I gave it to a
friend for his birthday, titling it Love is Magic and Magic is Real.
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Making this painting did not announce that Now I Am Painting From
Photographs, but that is what happened. I painted only on panels, because I liked
how the edges of a panel are abrupt, announcing the edge of the painting. Later on, I
realized I was after how the hard smoothness of the panel reflects the hard
smoothness of the photograph. I began to see the photograph as a device intended
to take away decisions that had to be made when making a painting, like subject
matter, but the problem with the photograph is that subject matter is inescapable.
A couple of years later, I was flipping through the big binder and found the
original Dog Leading a Dog (a personal title I chose).  It struck me in a deeper way;
maybe I had become more equipped to see how it related to me. I decided it needed
to be a part of a bigger painting I had made showing two hands hi-fiving overlaid on
top of wood grain. The hands were simply outlined in thick white and grey impasto,
fluffed on with a palette knife that resembled the fur I had been trying so hard to
reproduce years before. I stuck the photo sloppily to the top of the canvas like a
wind-battered flag. When I reached the conclusion several months later that the
painting had no meaning for me, I snatched the photo off the canvas and rested it on
the windowsill, and rolled the canvas up into a tube.
If the story matters, the photo was taken in Japan. The real dog’s name was
Wasao. He lived in a small town called Ajigasawa, on the northern tip of mainland
Japan, and became the “tourism stationmaster” at the train station. Photos and video
circulated, and a documentary featuring him became a sensation. He swept the
nation, plucking heartstrings along the way. People became obsessed, and some
dressed in Wasao costumes for their visit to meet the famed stationmaster.
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Because I found this image completely out of context, without any prior
knowledge of Wasao, it became a vessel for me to imbue with my personal thoughts.
The image stood for something, and became a personal symbol, sort of my own
ouroboros. I use it as a blueprint to see myself in relation to painting.
A NOTE ON CONTROL
I had a conversation with my sister last night over FaceTime. Coincidentally, she lives
in Japan, although she has never seen the Wasao documentary. She runs her own
graphic design company. She is even-keeled, democratic, logical. She rides a
motorcycle and is a rock climber. We are very close. We talked about our individual




I explained to her my thinking on my found photograph, and how it related to
my relationship with paint. There is always a theme of dominance and submission
when engaging in the act of painting. It is like rock climbing in this way, or stand-up
comedy; it is you versus yourself. The rock wall or the audience becomes a projection
of what is in your head, so the move must be made with confidence. Everything else
must fall away. Philip Guston said: “What I always try to do is to eliminate, as much
as possible, the time span between thinking and doing. The ideal is to think and do at
the same second, the same split second.” 1
Sometimes the paint leads me, sometimes I lead the paint, sometimes the
paint walks me, sometimes I walk the paint. Like Dog Leading a Dog, we are
interchangeable.
PAINTING IS NOT A WINDOW, IT IS A TEA TOWEL
Three months before my thesis show opened, I decided not to make any of the
paintings I had planned on making. Instead, I let myself become attracted to
seemingly random objects. (In stores, I’m always drawn to some objects with no
utilitarian value. They were often colorful, tactile, sometimes shiny, but I couldn’t think
of a use for them, other than to look at, so I never bought any.) I went into a Lot Less
and let myself browse with no agenda. I stopped at some tea towels with citrus fruits
on them. I can’t say exactly why these tea towels grabbed me, but I remember having
a feeling of finally letting two sides of me collide. The life outside of the studio; that of
1 (Philip Guston, Collected Writings, Lectures, and Conversations, pg. 8, by Philip
Guston, edited by Clark Coolidge.)
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a wife, a dog owner, a responsible adult, and the life inside the studio; that of an
interior thinker who puts paint on canvas.
I took note of how the fibers all faced the same direction, the thickness of the
warp and the weft, how the pattern was not actually woven in, but printed on top. I
wanted to expose the making of this thing by getting the paint to become it, instead of
showing it.
During the making of this painting, I realized that I had chosen the object because it
would make a good painting. There was humour in it and the colors were good. It was
as though I had found the painting in a thing that already existed. This process of
looking at something and translating it into paint answered all the ambiguous
questions I had been grappling with: what size should the painting be? (The size of
the object!)  Which colors should I use? (The colors of the object!)  How should the
paint go on? (How the object feels!)
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Now that these questions were out of the way, painting made sense to me in a
way that it previously had not. The foggy, searching, ambiguous quality that I had
initially associated with painting had been lifted. With these initial questions
answered, the most poignant question was how to choose what to translate into
paint, and my initial avoidance of subject matter turned into a voracious hunt for it.
Painting had turned itself inside-out, and was no longer a window through
which I felt burdened by the expectations to express. It became an exterior surface.
By looking at paint literally, as something that covers a surface and therefore changes
the identity of that surface, the absence of the canvas is what the viewer is faced
with. I became more of a translator than a painter.  I looked around my studio and





In making Clean Rag, the painting of the tea towel, I used a plaster comb to grid out
the warp and the weft, and then a small stout brush that was the exact size of each
resulting square. The variety of tools expand with almost every painting, as each
object is made differently, so the paint is put down differently. I spend time at various
hardware stores and Michael’s, browsing for little sponges and rollers and anything
that may help me express the wood grain in a desk or the fluffiness of a bath mat.
Certain brushes that have gone stiff have lent themselves to become “gougers” or
“scrapers.”
COLORS
When figuring out the colors, I look at the object as a whole, and pick out the most
dominant colors. I mix these to the closest degree, in estimated quantities. I lay them
out on the palette, as though the palette were a baby version of the painting. My
palette is a disposable paper version, so that it can be thrown away when the painting
is finished. The paper is helpful so that each object I am painting gets its own palette,




I was lucky to stumble upon a roll of pre-gessoed linen/poly blend on sale. I had
never used a linen/poly blend, so I looked it up. “Extremely smooth!” one user said. I
bought the roll. When it arrived, I was unprepared for the professionalism this surface
exuded. This was a surface that could not be bent or stored without consideration. It
would crease in a non-fixable way. It felt like porcelain, could become anything, and
made my work possible. In short, it becomes invisible; an absence of the canvas.
OBSERVING
MY MOM AND JEFF KOONS
My mom is a painter. She paints abstract landscapes, and infuses each of her works with a searching,
seething energy. She uses acrylic and oil.
Growing up in and out of her studio imprinted on me what painting is: Painting is a way to find yourself.
I was dedicated to finding myself all throughout middle school and high school, and then majored in it
in college, where my paintings became big and abstract, continued painting briefly after college, and
then I stopped altogether. I moved to the other side of the country and taught yoga. I moved abroad
and taught yoga, and when I came to New York I became a dog walker, although I never dressed up
as the dog I was walking. A friend of mine suggested I apply for his job that he had just quit, which was
working for Jeff Koons. I applied for the job, and my application was accepted. It had been almost
seven years since my last painting.
My first job was a color mixer. Oftentimes, I could only get six colors in a day due to the exactitude of
the process. There were thousands of colors to be mixed, so there were many of us. We were working
on his Gazing Ball series. After about seven months of mixing color, I became a crack painter. I had a
tiny brush with three hairs in it. Using the technique of photo flipping, or taping the original source
photograph directly to the painting and rapidly flipping it back and forth so your eye loses the
distinction between the two, I would add the cracks exactly how they were in the original piece.
The way my mom paints and the way Jeff Koons paints embody diametric
relationships with paint. Interior observation vs. exterior observation, using your own
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hands and body vs. using others’, emotional vs. intellectual. Engaging in one way of
painting, and then the other, endowed me with the tools to observe internally and also
externally.
MAPPING
An experience for looking, of looking. The slowness of it is the metabolizing part of it.
Mapping with the eyes, not using tools like a projector or gridding. Eyeballing where
the middle of the edge is, and lining that up with the middle of the edge of the canvas,
and stitching the disparate parts together and they come out to make the whole of the
thing is the exciting part. When painting Gallery Floor, I taped an outline of the
canvas on the floor, and set the canvas up just behind it.
EMPIRICISM
Empiricism, the concept that all knowledge comes from experience, was brought to
my attention by an artist visiting the show. I had to look up the definition, and I agreed
with him that perhaps I am an “empirical” painter. I feel an object before turning it into
a painting. I look at it closely, and notice the layers that make it. For example, in
Studio Desk, the first layer was the wood grain. I mapped it out with my eyes, starting
from one end, then the other, meeting in the middle, with the underpainting. When the
canvas was filled, I went in earnestly to make the wood grain, with many different
tools to capture how the dark grain meets the light. In some places it is abrupt, in
others gentle. When the wood was dry, I made the finish with a thin transparent layer
of brown. I scratched in the scratch marks, put the coffee mug stains on with my
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coffee mug, and painted on the paint marks. The painting had to be built like how the
surface of the object was built.
Part of the observation process is engaging in a form of empiricism. I gauge
the texture and smoothness of the surface by touching it, taking note of the way the
fibers in a cloth move or the depth of the scratches on an enameled surface. I
reconstruct in an imaginative way how the thing was made in order to know how to
build the painting. Painting from photographs does not allow for this empirical
process, because the photograph is one step removed from the actual. It is
impossible to feel texture through a photograph.
OBSERVE AND COPY
Vija Celmins, Untitled (Large Desert), 1974-1975, Graphite on acrylic ground on paper.
The JPMorgan Chase Art Collection.
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In October 2019, I went to the Met Breuer to see the Vija Celmins retrospective, titled
To Fix the Image in Memory. I wasn’t sure as to why, but looking at her work felt like
the only thing worth doing at that time. I felt dead in the studio; nothing was sticking.
Looking at Celmins’ work was the most productive thing I could do. Observing her
work, that she herself had extensively observed, reiterated for me the importance of
being present with something.
This exhibition let me see that copying something was more than a
middle-school drawing technique. Celmins is not tied to a particular medium; she lets
herself travel between graphite, oil, charcoal, and sculpture. She copies things-
newspaper images, photos of the ocean and the night sky, chalkboards, rocks- in
order to work through them. Images she chooses often related back to her childhood




Josephine Halvorson, Broadsheet (Bluestone), 2017,
Screenprint and Gouache on Lana Lanaquarelle, 22 1/2 × 24 1/2 in
Josephine Halvorson’s work is less tied to the rigour of endurance, and is instead
held in place by time and space. While Celmins’ work relies on a meditative studio
practice, Halvorson paints en plein air, within the constraint of daylight hours. She
makes paintings on site, about one arm’s length away from her subject matter. In one
series she paints a measuring device on the edge of the canvas- a ruler- to directly
transcribe the measurement of her chosen subject matter to the size of the canvas.
Celmins and Halvorson are two rhizomatic relatives of mine, and provide a
container in which I feel comfortable inhabiting. Both artists register reality through
the act of transcribing. They have the ability to be hyper-present with their subject
matter, looking at it as a whole and also as individual parts. I like to think I am in
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between them- working outside and inside by bringing things into the studio to
translate, unconstrained by daylight hours but loyal to a medium.
A TRIP TO FLORIDA
In March 1999, my parents decided to bring my sister and me to Disney World in Orlando, Florida. I was
14, and my sister was eight. The only reason my parents decided to plan this trip was because I had
been invited to join a troop of girls in my class to spend four days of Spring Break in Daytona Beach,
where one of the girls’ fathers owned a string of hotels. After those four days, my family would meet me
in Daytona Beach and we would drive to Disney World.
Spring Break in Daytona Beach in 1999 was a fabulous experience. Relatively unsupervised, except by
a chaperone at night,  we went to a Hooters restaurant,  I saw my first pair of assless chaps, a wet t-shirt
contest, and sampled plenty of Malibu rum.
My family picked me up after those four days of teenager and we drove the hour and a half to Orlando.
We settled into our safari-themed Disney hotel, which had palm fronds printed on the wall to wall
carpeting, and I put on my bathing suit and went out to the pool. There were several pools, arranged into
a little oasis, and they were all filled with splashing smiling families. The contrast to where I had just
come from was overwhelming. Not only was I too old for Disney world, the families were stifling after
sampling freedom in the form of a jello shot on the beach. I was beginning to retreat into myself again. I
found an empty corner and stepped into the water. The pools were made with giant rocks, big slabs of
pink granite. I studied the rock I was sitting on, and without warning my chest seized up. Studying it
closely, I realized it wasn’t granite at all, but it was a fiberglass surface that was painted to look like
granite. It was so well done, so exact. I looked at the next rock, and it too was the same, and the same,
and the same.
LANGUAGE
My own interest in copying began in middle school, shortly before the Trip to Florida. I
spent weeks rendering a photo I had found in an old National Geographic. Taken
underwater, it depicted two seals, plenty of kelp swaying in the current, and many
small fish. One of the seals was interested in the photographer, and the photo was
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snapped moments before the seal was face to face with the camera. The hours spent
rendering this picture, translating it from magazine photo into graphite, provided a
quiet meditation I couldn’t find elsewhere.
When I begin a painting now, I’m interested in the psychological barriers that
the act of copying addresses. The language that is there in the object is translated
through me and onto the canvas. In the act of translating there is always something
left to chance. When the translation is finished and compared to the original object,
they are never exactly the same. Leaving this window open for chance is what makes
the painting interesting; it invites possible abstraction- a possibility for straying from
the thing I am copying.
I do not have a specific language that resides inside me, so when I set out to
paint I find language elsewhere. I find paintings in the world outside the studio, like in
a paint rag, in an industrial shelf, in a gallery floor. I acquire them by painting them,
they become a part of me, and expand my painting vocabulary. Re-making already
made marks is a way of asserting myself. There is psychological violence in copying,
and also a meditation. I clear myself to accommodate new types of marks, and new
ways of putting paint down.
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Max Jensen, Seagulls Over the Waves, 32.6 x 51.1 inches, date unknown
PAINTINGS FOR STORAGE
Paintings exist in their own version of purgatory. Once the process of creation is over,
paintings  live silently in whatever arena people let them. The biggest painting I have
ever made, titled Painting for Storage, made its debut in my thesis show. It is 108 x
78 inches. I described it to a visitor as a ‘painting that eats itself’. Its history is as
such: I wanted to make a big, engulfing painting, so I decided to paint crashing
waves. I remembered an image of a painting of waves that I had seen some time
before, and a successful google search pulled it up. The POV is that of a swimmer in
the water. Seagulls Over the Waves is by a painter named Max Jensen, born in
Germany in 1860. I knew nothing about Max Jensen, nor was I interested in finding
anything out. I was interested in copying his painting, so I cropped a section of it to fit
mine and began. When the canvas was covered with waves, I decided it needed
another type of painting, so I waited for it to dry and then taped off 10cm thick stripes
wrapping around the canvas and filled them with gooey fingermarks. Still unsatisfied,
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I let the painting sit outside my studio for several months. It glared at me when I
walked down the hallway. When I approached it, to think about whether it would be in
my show, I decided it did not fit with my current train of thought. It had no meaning for
me, and it was unfinished. I decided I should wrap it in bubble and tape and put it into
storage somewhere. I thought about how it would look, all cozy in its bubble wrap,
then I knew that for it to be finished I had to paint over the top with an image of
bubble wrap and tape. I wanted the original painting to be visible, but shrouded under
something literal. The result was a painting of a painting. The word “finished” has two
meanings in this case; the painting became finished when I painted the final piece of
tape, but the original had died in order to be shown.
Cash Register Slip, 1966, spray lacquer and stencil on linen, 80 5/8 x 37 7/8 inches
Study for Cash Register Receipt, 1966/1967, printed paper, colored paper, and tape collaged on lined paper with




The artist Alex Hay has a show up at Peter Freeman gallery, a short walk from my
studio at Hunter. This feels serendipitous, because several months ago I had never
heard of Alex Hay, and it was suggested that I research him for this paper. The show
at Peter Freeman, titled Alex Hay: Past Work and Cats, is a retrospective. Each work
stands on its own, but when shown with other works the viewer is confronted with
Hay’s measured understanding of reality. I was drawn to a receipt he had blown up
and translated onto linen, titled Cash Register Slip. It’s made of spray lacquer, and
put down by stencil. When I found Study for Cash Register Slip on the adjoining wall,
I was struck by his mathematical way of translating. Everything was accounted for by
way of number. He had taped the actual receipt to a piece of paper, had painstakingly
measured out many distances, and multiplied them by the ratio. The rest of the page
was filled with equations.
He is another artist with whom I feel a kinship with; a fellow translator. We both
translate what is around us. The only explanation given for his decision to re-create a
receipt, but make it 12 feet tall, was described as “reflecting his continued
engagement with daily life and a natural association with time.” (Press Release, Peter
Freeman inc., 40 Grand St. New York NY 10012).
WHAT TO PAINT
This question plagues me, as I think it plagues a lot of painters, but I also think that is
a part of it. My mind goes into ideas that can’t readily become words, and then I focus
on what is around me. I have to stay open to possibilities, otherwise I may miss
something. I look around, and choose what I would like to induct into my vocabulary.
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What I induct ends up defining me, just as I define it by remaking it. For instance, as I
type this, I am sitting in a different place in my studio than I normally do. Usually I am
facing the window, but because I wanted to sit in the red chair I am facing a wall. My
laptop is on a stool. This slightly different configuration is letting me see a part of my
studio I had not entirely considered: the back right corner. There is a massive vertical
pile of stretcher bars, and directly next to them is a very tall faint brush stroke directly
on the wall. I had made this brushstroke with two brushes taped together, and then
taped to the end of a broomstick, to reach the top of an old painting that ended up in
the trash. Looking at this brushstroke now, I am seeing that it may make a good tall,
skinny painting. I am considering the outlet that the brushstroke goes over, how that
now this outlet will forever be tinged with magenta and yellow ochre, and whether or
not the outlet makes an appearance in my new painting. I’m looking back at an old
mark, one that I happened to make, and ingesting it to call it my own. By remaking a
leftover brushstroke from a failed painting, it’s like I am both Wasao and the person in
costume.
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